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Introduction
The first page of the 1943 English translation
1
 library copy at Kwansei Gakuin University of 
the Emil Brunner’s Wahrheit als Begengung
2
 curiously reveals the following inscription by the 
author himself made during his first visit to Japan in 1949: “In Jesus Christ God meets man 
and makes him truly human.” While some interpreters of this work have focused on the theme 
of objectivity and subjectivity in theology
3
 this paper, following Brunner’s reasoning expressed 
above, presents a rereading of this work which compares how identity was constructed during 
the Third Reich with how the Swiss theologian constructed an alternative account of a Chris-
tian identity rooted in an encounter with God. This paper argues that while Brunner’s 1938 
work does not directly address the situation in Germany, his argument that God is Gott-zum-
Mensch-hin and humanity Mensch-von-Gott-her makes sense when placed in the context of 
Germany’s quest for a nationalistic identity that even eclipses a believer’s theological identity.
This paper will, firstly, briefly introduce the key theme of Wahrheit als Begegnung, 
secondly, present the historical context of the work, thirdly, analyse the argument of Brunner’s 




 provides a theological answer to the question of what it means to be 
truly human. Writing extensively during the turbulent interwar period, his theological anthro-
1 Emil Brunner, The Divine-Human Encounter (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1943). An expanded and 
renamed translation was published later as: Truth as Encounter : A New Ed., Much Enlarged, of "the Divine-Hu-
man Encounter" (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1964). 
2 Wahrheit Als Begegnung (Berlin: Furche-Verlag, 1938).
3 For example: Alister E. McGrath, "Objectivity and Subjectivity in Theology: Truth as Encounter (1937)," in 
Emil Brunner: A Reappraisal (Chichester: Wiley Blackwell, 2014).
4 For recent works on Brunner’s life and work, see: Frank Jehle, Emil Brunner : Theologe Im 20. Jahrhundert 
(Zürich: Theologischer Verlag Zürich, 2006). Alister E. McGrath, Emil Brunner : A Reappraisal (Chichester: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2014).
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pology deals with the question of who we humans are and who gets to define human existence.
5
 
Wahrheit als Begegnung, published in German in 1938 is based on his 1937 Uppsala Lectures. 
Of interest to us is how Brunner constructs human identity through theology in contrast with 
National Socialism’s construction of German identity along the lines of the Blut und Boden 
ideology. Brunner’s construction of human identity is based on a personal correspondence be-
tween God and humanity and participation in Christ’s death on the cross.
For Brunner God is not an abstract ‘God-in-Godself’ but always a ‘God-towards-
humanity’ (Gott-zum-Menschen-hin) and, correspondingly, humans are never ‘humans-in-
themselves’ but always ‘humans-from-God’ (Mensch-von-Gott-her).
6
 Gott-zum-Menschen-hin 
signifies that God is a self-revealing and self-mediating God as well as that God is the one who 
created humanity and thus the one who bestows identity on human beings. On the other hand, 
Mensch-von-Gott-her signifies that our human existence relies solely on the gracious and free 
act of God to create humanity ex nihilo. Humans as Mensch-von-Gott-her completely depend 
on the self-giving Gott-zum-Menschen-hin for their freedom and dignity. Knowledge of God 
is linked through a personal correspondence with knowledge of ourselves and by personally 
encountering God humans become “truly personal.”
7
 Thus, when Brunner writes “truth as en-
counter”, it is possible to read it as signifying ‘human identity as encounter’. Brunner supplies 
an answer to the central question: Who am I as a human being?
The significance of Brunner’s work on human identity comes to light when set in its 
proper context of the 1930s developments during the Third Reich. Brunner felt a theological 
responsibility to engage with the political context of the church and construct a contempo-
rary theology which is capable of critically evaluating ideologies such as Nazism.
8
 The rise of 
German National Socialism starting in 1933 was the background against which the Uppsala 
lectures were delivered. German National Socialism and Brunner each advanced competing 
claims to human identity. National Socialism argued that to be truly human was to be German. 
Brunner roots human identity in creation and in Christ’s death where God meets humanity to 
restore humanity’s the lost identity as Mensch-von-Gott-her.
German Identity based on Blut und Boden
The rise of National Socialism is very much linked to the question of how Germans sought to 
reconstruct their national identity after the devastating consequences of the Great War. Several 
5 Emil Brunner : A Reappraisal, 133-72.
6 Brunner, Wahrheit Als Begegnung, 33. All quotations in this chapter will be English translations from the 
original German 1938 work.
7 McGrath, Emil Brunner : A Reappraisal, 77. 
8 Ibid., 66-70.
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factors contributed to the rise of the Third Reich.
9
 The Weimar Republic (1919-1933), set up as 
a compromise, faced difficulties from the onset. Following the end of the Great War and the 
collapse of the Kaiserreich, Germany dealt with immense financial difficulties in the 1920s as 
the result of the 1919 Treaty of Versailles and further suffered from the unsuccessful Beer Hall 
Putsch (Hitlerputsch) in 1923. The slowly regained stability towards the late 20s was undone 
by the October 1929 stock market crash in the USA which caused banks to call in their loans 
from Germany. Germany found herself in crisis. Eric Weitz comments that “Germans of the 
time were convinced that they had been unjustly treated by the victors of World War I. Many 
were quick to blame the Allies and, following the stab-in-the-back legend, Jews and social-
ists at home for every subsequent disaster that ensued: civil unrest, hyperinflation, depression, 
bankruptcies, and any other kind of misery one can imagine.”
10
 This naturally triggered doubts 
about German identity and the need for some form of reassuring validation through strong 
identification. By 1932 the republic’s supporters had lost a commanding legislative majority 
and Adolf Hitler (1989-1945) was invited to form a government.
11
At the same time Protestantism in Germany also found itself in a difficult situation fol-
lowing the Great War. The Protestant church had supported the Kaiser’s disastrous war poli-
cies and had enjoyed a privileged status. During the Weimar Republic years, attitudes toward 
the Protestant church were critical and Germany saw a rise in secularism. Filling the void were 
alternative cultural and religious movements (völkisch-religiöse Bewegungen).
12
 One of these 
was the German Faith Movement (Deutsche Glaubensbewegung) founded by Jakob Wilhelm 
Hauer (1881-1962) based on Hinduism and German ethnocentrism.
13
 This movement propagat-
ed the Blut und Boden ideology and sought to construct a German identity around the idea of 
race (German blood) and connection to homeland (German soil) as well as the cult of Hitler’s 
personality. Blut und Boden idealized rural life and opposed the more cosmopolitan urban cul-
9 Richard J. Evans, The Coming of the Third Reich (London: Penguin, 2005), 77-307.
10 Eric D. Weitz, Weimar Germany: Promise and Tragedy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007), 2. 
Weitz also argues how the Weimar Republic gave birth to creative advances in society.
11 For a concise account of the failure of Germany’s first parliamentary democracy and subsequent takeover by the 
NSDAP see: Karl Dietrich Bracher, "Stages of Totalitarian "Integration" (Gleichschaltung): The Consolidation 
of National Socialist Rule in 1933 and 1934," in From Republic to Reich : The Making of the Nazi Revolution : 
Ten Essays, ed. Hajo Holborn (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972). This essay was originally published in 1956 
in German: "Stufen Totalitärer Gleichschaltung: Die Befestigung Der Nationalsozialistischen Herrschaft 
1933/34," Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte 4, no. 1 (1956).
12 Uwe Puschner and Clemens Vollnhals, eds., Die Völkisch-Religiöse Bewegung Im Nationalsozialismus : Eine 
Beziehungs- Und Konfliktgeschichte (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2012).
13 Horst Junginger, "Die Deutsche Glaubensbewegung Als Ideologisches Zentrum Der Völkisch-Religiösen Bewe-
gung," in Die Völkisch-Religiöse Bewegung Im Nationalsozialismus : Eine Beziehungs- Und Konfliktgeschichte, 
ed. Uwe Puschner and Clemens Vollnhals (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2012), 65-101. See also: Ul-
rich Nanko, Die Deutsche Glaubensbewegung : Eine Historische Und Soziologische Untersuchung (Marburg: 
Diagonal-Verlag, 1993).
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ture. Through the spread of the neopagan völkischen ideologies, German ethnocentrism, Aryan 
racialism, and National Socialism gained traction and became key markers of German identity.
German National Socialist identity was firmly rooted in Germany’s constructed an-
thropological place. According to Marc Augé, the common characteristics of anthropological 
places are history, relations, and identity.
14
 Völkische ideologies constructed a history of ‘Ger-
manness’ to give German people the sense of permanence and stability through a connection to 
its supposed origins. ‘German blood’ created a natural and unquestionable connection (relation) 
among all ‘true Germans’. And finally, National Socialism constituted the umbrella identity 
under which everything was unified (Gleichschaltung). History, relations, and identity had 
to be guarded against their enemies through clearly marked lines of racial, ideological, geo-
graphical demarcation. Resembling the simplistic cultural model by Johann Gottfried Herder
15
, 
one German race, internally homogenous and opposed against all external ‘others’, protected 
German soil which was elevated to a quasi-holy place.
German Religious Identity: Faith eclipsed by Blut und Boden
How did Christianity respond to this construction of German identity? The following 1939 slo-
gan found on a signboard in Lippe, Westphalia, illustrates how powerful the constructed Ger-
man identity was: “Die Taufe mag ganz nützlich sein, Doch glattet sie kein Nasenbein”
16
 (Though 
baptism might be useful, it won’t straighten a crooked nose). When pitched against German 
Blut und Boden-identity and its clear line of demarcation between races, Christian faith and its 
belief in human equality before God did not stand a chance. In a sense true German salvation 
was found only in the German race and homeland. Christian faith was viewed with suspicion.
In response, German Protestantism aligned itself with the increasing emphasis on 
völkische identity and responded in 1932 with a Christian version of the German Faith Move-
ment called the Faith Movement of German Christians (Glaubensbewegung Deutsche Chris-
ten), better known as German Christians (Deutsche Christen).
17
 Following the Blut und Boden 
ideology, German Christians sought to create a Christian identity along racial lines with strong 
anti-Semitic tendencies. The goal was to create a spiritual home for Aryans of the Third Reich. 
14　 Marc Augé, Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity, trans. John Howe (London: Verso 
Books, 1995), 52-56.
15　 For a summary and criticism of the Herderian conception of culture see: Wolfgang Welsch, "Transculturality - 
the Puzzling Form of Cultures Today," in Spaces of Cultures : City-Nation-World, ed. Mike Featherstone and 
Scott Lash (London: Sage, 1999).
16　 Doris L. Bergen, Twisted Cross : The German Christian Movement in the Third Reich (Chapel Hill: Univ. of 
North Carolina Press, 1996), 86-87.
17　 Ibid. For a concise account see: Doris L. Bergen, "Storm Troopers of Christ," in Betrayal : German Churches 
and the Holocaust, ed. Robert P. Erickson and Susannah Heschel (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999).
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Racial categories were thought of as divinely ordained and thus German Christians saw their 
cause as divinely sanctioned.
18
 Instead of a race- and nation-transcending Christian identity that 
could have relativized the construction of identity based on German Blut und Boden, German 
Christians constructed a German religious identity completely eclipsed by German anthropo-
logical place.
German Christians fused Christianity with National Socialism, allowing Protestants to 
maintain their religious identity alongside their superior national identity. However, it is im-
portant to remember that German Christians were not a Nazi solution imposed on Protestant-
ism. Rather, it was a Protestant initiative to adjust to the cultural milieu. Furthermore, far from 
being an unproblematic movement, within the church there was struggle with the Confessing 
Church over control (Kirchenkampf)
19
; there were rivalries within German Faith Movement and 
the Nazi regime continued to view German Christians with suspicion.
20
In 1933, a unified German Protestant Church (Deutsche Evangelische Kirche) was 
established by Hitler, and in the July Protestant church elections representatives of German 
Christians won two-thirds of the votes giving the group vast control over church affairs. How-
ever, earlier support by Hitler himself ceased and a period of fragmentation followed the initial 
success of German Christians.
21
 With the creation of a new Ministry for Church Affairs (Re-
ichskirchenministerium) in July 1935 led by Hanns Kerrl, Nazi authorities sought to increase 
their control over the church and kicked off a period of regrouping. An increasingly systematic 
forced alignment (Gleichschaltung) of Protestantism with National Socialism started, reflect-
ing a broader initiative of Gleichschaltung (1933-7) which sought to bring all institutions in 
line with Nazi ideology and thus under the regime’s control.
22
Interestingly, the influence of returning overseas missionaries also drove the Protestant 
church towards ethnocentrism.
23
 If other people (Völker) could have their contextualized Chris-
tianity, why shouldn’t Germans also have their own version? Rather than seeing a unifying hu-
manity underlying differences in skin colour and culture, race was seen as a divinely ordained 
absolute category. Christian faith was not meant to transcend racial differences. A Jewish con-
18　 "Storm Troopers of Christ," 42-43.
19　 Friedrich Zipfel and Hans Herzfeld, Kirchenkampf in Deutschland 1933-1945 : Religionsverfolgung Und Selbst-
behauptung Der Kirchen in Der Nationalsozialistischen Zeit (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1965).
20　 For an account of the friction between the regime and the German church, see: R. Steigmann-Gall, "Public Need 
Beore Private Greed : Building the People's Community," in The Holy Reich: Nazi Conceptions of Christianity, 
1919-1945 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003).
21　 Bergen divides the development of German Christians into five periods: ascendancy (1932- Fall 1933), 
fragmentation (Fall 1932-Summer 1935), regrouping (Summer 1935-1939), ambiguous success (1939-1945), 
reintegration (1945 - ). Bergen, "Storm Troopers of Christ," 43-45.
22　 Bracher, "Stages of Totalitarian "Integration" (Gleichschaltung): The Consolidation of National Socialist Rule in 
1933 and 1934."
23　 Bergen, "Storm Troopers of Christ," 47-48.
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vert to Christianity would remain Jewish and no baptism could ‘straighten a crooked nose’. 
The German church was understood to be called to remain racially pure and faith could never 
undo or transcend German identity. Instead, being a good Christian meant being a good Ger-
man.
24
The consolidation of German Identity: Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Führer!
Within German Protestantism, the völkische Blut und Boden-identity towered unrivalled over 
any theological attempt to define the worth of human existence alternatively. Similarly, within 
the broader context of German society the Gleichschaltung from 1933 onward sought to 
eliminate all rival claims to identity besides the National Socialist ideology and the cult of the 
person of Hitler.
25
 To be truly human was to be German, bound by oath to the person of Hitler. 
Slogans such as ‘Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Führer!’ (‘one people, one empire, one leader’) il-
lustrate well the extent to which humans were confined and controlled within one place. The 
Gleichschaltung of the 30s was as much a consolidation of power as it was a thorough consoli-
dation of identity. Not even the church was able to unanimously oppose the influence of this 
Gleichschaltung. German Christians were the result of Christianity eclipsed by a purposefully 
constructed anthropological place. Powerless before the German ideals of Blut und Boden, 
Christian identity was utilized only to further reinforce a German identity rooted in anthropo-
logical place.
Brunner’s “Mensch-von-Gott-her”
How did Brunner respond to this attempt to define human existence through National Social-
ism? Brunner saw the totalitarianism of the 1930s as the greatest threat to human existence. 
Nazi Germany and its attempt to exclusively define humanity according to National Socialism 
rested on a mistaken concept of what it means to be truly human, of what essential human-
ness is.
26
 A state, a culture, a skin colour, or even a geographical location cannot ever make an 
unrivalled claim to define what it means to be human. Far from constituting an authentic hu-
man identity, Brunner saw in the collectivism of National Socialism a de-personalising trend 
24　 Similar contemporary Christian racialist ideologies can be found in the unfortunately named ‘Christian Identity’ 
movement and Kinism in the United States. See e.g. ‘Faith and Heritage’, accessed 13 October 2018, http://
faithandheritage.com/ 
25　 This comes out most clearly with the ‘Hitler Oath’ (Führereid) of 2 August 1934 where the Wehrmacht swore 
unconditional obedience to the person of Hitler. Furthermore, with the 20 August 1934 “Law On The Allegiance 
of Civil Servants and Soldiers of the Armed Forces” (Gesetz über die Vereidigung der Beamten und der 
Soldaten der Wehrmacht) all previous oaths to the people and the constitution were superseded.
26　 McGrath, Emil Brunner : A Reappraisal, 181.
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resulting in the loss of true personal identity.
27
 In order to restore true personal identity German 
fascism had to be resisted. Redemption cannot come through racial identities. The bestowing 
of authentic personhood occurs through God’s self-giving in Christ on the cross and the corre-
sponding free responsive self-surrendering by the human person, which lets go of the false se-
curity provided by constructed identities, be they national or racial. Thus in Brunner’s theology 
expressed in Wahrheit als Begegnung, Christ’s death constitutes the place where the believer’s 
new identity as both servant and child of God in fellowship with the Lord is formed.
Influenced by the Personalism
28
 of Ferdinand Ebner (1882-1931)
29
 and Martin Buber 
(1878-1965),
30
 Brunner counters Blut und Boden with a strong emphasis on the personal and 
relational: The knowledge of God (and hence the knowledge of ourselves) comes through the 
personal encounter with God in which God reveals Godself as Gott-zum-Menschen-hin and 
restores the only truly valid human identity of Mensch-von-Gott-her. Humanity encounters 
God personally through the unconditional and total self-giving of God which correspondingly 
asks the human person to give herself unconditionally and totally in return. This mirrored act 
of human unconditional and total self-shedding means the death of the person and her connec-
tion to blood and soil. The human identity now as Mensch-von-Gott-(allein!)-her is once again 
bestowed upon humans. Not blood, not soil, but the self-giving person of Christ is the sole 
ground of identity.
Objectivism and Subjectivism Reinterpreted
In making this personal encounter with God the construction site of human identity, Brunner 
rejects both an objectivist and subjectivist approach to the dual question of knowledge of God 
and human identity. Objectivism for Brunner is humanity, motivated by a quest for security, 
attempting to, through objectification, systematisation, or institutionalisation, forcefully bring 
something which by its nature cannot be controlled, such as God’s grace or revelation, under 
its control.
31
 Humanity would like to hold the power of self-determination in its own hands 
thereby escaping being at the mercy of a transcendent God. Humanity’s need for security and 
objectivist tendency stems from humanity’s sinfulness and anxious nature.
32
27　 Ibid., 160-61. Besides Nazism, Brunner also saw the collectivism of Marxist-Leninism and the commodification 
of humans in modernism as threats to human identity.
28　 For the influence of Personalism on Brunner’s theology see: Paul King Jewett, "Ebnerian Personalism and Its In-
fluence Upon Brunner's Theology," Westminster Theological Journal 14, no. 2 (1952).
29　 Ferdinand Ebner, Das Wort Und Die Geistigen Realitäten: Pneumatologische Fragmente (Innsbruck: Brenner-
Verlag, 1921).
30　 Martin Buber, Ich Und Du (Leipzig: Insel-Verlag, 1923).
31　 Brunner, Wahrheit Als Begegnung, 15-18.
32　 Ibid., 18.
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National Socialism’s juxtaposition of baptism and a crooked nose is one attempt to 
domesticate God’s transcendent grace and place it under the more objective categories of race 
and nation. The goal is to contain God’s authority within a human-controlled authoritarian 
system. While Brunner restricts himself to giving examples from church history, such as the 
Roman Catholic papacy or its corresponding Protestant ‘papierende Papst’ it is clear that this 
also applies to the developments taking place in 1930s Nazi Germany and thus he sees it as 
the church’s responsibility to speak up especially in the times of crisis where humanity is ever 
increasingly attempting to control God’s revelation and hence control human identity.
33
Opposing the trend to capture and objectify is always the instinct to be free and spon-
taneous which Brunner identifies with subjectivism.
34
 Subjectivism, where the Word of God 
ceases to be the authoritative revelation or foundation for faith and instead becomes a mere 
expression of subjective pietistic feelings (das fromme Gefühl), eventually leads to the sub-
jectivist dissolution of theology (die subjektivistische Auflösung der Theologie).
35
 If Brunner’s 
objectivism describes the metanarratives of modernism, subjectivism describes the counter 
movement of the postmodern loss of meaning. In terms of identity, objectivism stands for 
rigid, fixed identities along the lines of ideologies such as National Socialism or Marxist-
Leninism, whereas subjectivism stands for the melting down of identities to perpetually liquid 
individuals completely lacking any kind of reference group.
36
 For Brunner, the solution to avoid-
ing both extremes is not a matter of finding the right balance between two mistaken ideas (“Es 
gibt keine richtige Mitte zwischen zwei Irrtümern”).
37
 On the one hand, neither God’s truth nor 
human identity can be captured and controlled by humanity. On the other hand, individual hu-
mans cannot simply make up out of thin air God’s revelation or their own identity. Ultimately, 
neither the collective nor the emancipated individual can be the ground for an authentic human 
identity.
Asymmetry and Correspondence
Brunner’s identity establishing encounter with God exhibits two main features: asymmetry 
and correspondence. First of all, the encounter is asymmetrical in that it solely rests on God’s 
initiative. God calls humanity into being from nowhere (“Gott ruft den Menschen aus dem 




36　 See for example: Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2000).
37　 Brunner, Wahrheit Als Begegnung, 30.
�ック 1.indb   84 2019/02/22   13:18




 and thereby establishes humanity as an authentic being other than God 
(ein reales Gegenüber) with a unique identity. Human freedom is thus grounded in complete 
dependence on God.
39
 The source of human identity is first and foremost God calling humanity 
into being from nowhere. Categories such as race, culture, location are secondary to the fact 
that human existence depends solely on God’s creative and free will. God calls humanity forth 
ex nihilo. In creating humanity out of no-where, no rival national claims to human identity 
besides God’s gracious and free will to let humanity be humanity are possible. Humans origi-
nate not only out of complete dependence on God but also out of complete freedom to be the 
authentic other to God. Encountering God through Christ follows the same asymmetrical rela-
tionship where humanity returns to a place of total insecurity (Christ’s death) to become once 
more completely dependent on God.
Second, this encounter is based on a primal relation (Urbeziehung), a relation of per-
sonal correspondence (Verhältnis der personalen Korrespondenz)
40
 in which both God and 
humanity play active roles. There are always two corresponding aspects to this foundational 
and continuing God-human encounter: on the one hand, the initiating and giving by Gott-zum-
Menschen-hin who is necessarily first and, on the other hand, the receiving and responding 
by Mensch-von-Gott-her who is necessarily second and dependent on the former. This primal 
asymmetry and personal correspondence play a central role in the reconstruction of fallen hu-
manity because it culminates in the cross of Jesus Christ, the place God invites humanity into 
in order to bestow on it anew its identity as Mensch-von-Gott-her. Meeting God in the death of 
Christ is asymmetric because it rests on God’s initiative and grace and it is a correspondence 
because God’s total self-giving unto death invites humanity to respond with an equal self-
giving ‘death’, a deconstruction of falsely constructed identities.
41
God’s coup d’état
Brunner employs two categories to analyse this asymmetric personal correspondence: Lord-
ship and Communion. Divine lordship (Gottes Herrseinwollen) corresponds with the uncon-
ditional obedience by humanity. Humans have no power or right over and against God but 
receive their independence and freedom precisely through obedience (Subjektsein). Thus, “Only 
God is the source of the being and freedom of humanity” (“Gott allein ist der Quell des Seins 
und der Freiheit des Menschen”).
42
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humanity free from whatever constructs hold humanity captive, be it racism, nationalism, or 
ethnocentrism. Second, God gives Godself in communion to humanity and only because God 
gives nothing less but Godself can humans also give themselves completely to God and enter 
into communion (Gemeinschaft).
43
 Human identity as the child of God emerges from within this 
loving communion with God.
For Brunner, faith is unconditional trust and obedience (unbedingter Vertrauensge-
horsam) as well as total freedom
44
 in response to the unconditional self-giving of God in God’s 
personal Word. Faith entails a self-giving without regard to one’s self-assurance, meaning 
faith gives up the security and assurance of our constructed markers of self-worth such as skin 
colour or nationality.
45
 In a sense, the leaving behind of the objectivist safety structures sets 
humanity free to be re-created in the true image of God through Christ.
46
 Sin mars the image of 
God by absolutizing constructed identities such as ethnocentrism, racism, or nationalism. God 
is not recognized as the one who graciously gave all of Godself for the upholding of humanity 
(Gott-zum-Menschen-hin) and humanity is not seen as having been created by God ex nihilo 
(Mensch-von-Gott-her). This personal encounter thus recasts both parties in a new light and re-
stores both God’s and humanity’s original identity: “God is the God-towards-humanity because 
and only because he wills to be discerned in his Word; and humanity is the humanity-from-
God because and only because in faith humanity has its true being.”
47
 In the divine communion, 
God finds Godself reconciled to humanity and humanity finds itself reconciled to God. Thus 
God can once again be Gott-zum-Menschen-hin, the source of human identity and freedom 
and humanity can once again be Mensch-von-Gott-her, existing authentically without being 
distorted by idolatrous identities. In the completely personal God-human encounter, we do not 
glimpse a ‘something’ but a pure ‘thou’ (Du) who rips us out of our I-isolation (Icheinsamkeit) 
into communion with God which transforms our inner most being.
48
Most interestingly, Brunner infuses the encounter with political meaning by calling this 
a Regierungsumsturz, a coup d’état!
49
 Structures that once dominated a person’s identity lose 
their magical hold over humans and in their stead communion with God fills the space. Yet, 
Brunner repeatedly stresses that God is never a Übermacht, a totalitarian regime, who violates 




46　 Ibid., 96 - 101.
47　 Ibid., 53.
48　 Ibid., 63 - 65.
49　 Ibid., 65.
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God is not a cosmic Führer. The human person is not ‘skipped over’ or ‘muted’ but their per-
sonality is truly granted in their free faithful response.
50
 God does not force Godself onto the 
human person. Even God’s Lorship is only truly realized in humanity’s voluntary submission 
through trusting obedience.
New Life in Death
Brunner argues that through participation in and identification with God’s self-giving in God’s 
Word, humanity is given not an ‘alien righteousness’ (i.e. an alien or borrowed identity), but 
a ‘real righteousness’ (i.e. an identity which truly belongs to the person) is created within hu-
mans through the Holy Spirit who takes up residence within humans.
51
 Brunner’s repeated em-
phasis here is on the reality (Wirklichkeit) of the effects of the encounter with God: “In faith, 
the old human really dies, and, in faith, the new human really lives.”
52
 Humans are truly newly 
created in the encounter with God and are truly given a completely new identity. But how does 
this occur?
In the context of the reality of the encounter with God through God’s Word the whole 
person must surrender herself and hence Brunner speaks of death and dying. All previous false 
claims for dominance are eradicated in the participatory death of believers in the actual death 
of Jesus Christ. Brunner argues that, through personal correspondence, there is a mutual dy-
ing: Christ dies first and humans symbolically die in response as they are ‘pulled into’ Christ’s 
death. Yet, as Brunner repeatedly stresses, this death by the believer must be the believer’s free 
choice, her own answer to God’s self-giving.
God is always the first, the giver; humanity is always the second, the receiver. 
Here too, the death we go through is Christ’s death; in his death we are baptized; 
we are pulled with him into his dying. He himself pulls us unto his own death. 
(…) The whole person must give herself—therefore only the language of death 
is appropriate. (…) The person’s death corresponds to Christ’s death; Christ’s 
death is what needed to happen to make possible the necessary death of the per-
son; the death of Christ is the principal occurrence within the person, and yet it 





52　 Ibid. Emphasis added.
53　 Ibid., 114-15.
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Brunner’s language of death expresses the disruptiveness of the encounter with God. Death 
illustrates how radical the identity as Mensch-zurück-zu-Gott is. A theological identity is not 
a compromise, not a power sharing-scheme with other claims of identification. Therefore, 
death is the only appropriate symbol to describe the transition from reliance on constructed 
idolatrous identities to absolute dependence on God. Brunner writes that “Faith means that 
the human person places herself completely into the hand of God, and even further: that she 
takes herself completely out of the hand of God.”
54
 Without ifs or buts, the person’s essence is 
completely defined by her relationship with God. It does not negate who we might be as aging, 
gendered, placed, genetic as well as cultural beings but it relativizes these markers of our iden-
tity.
The deadly encounter with Gott-zum-Menschen-hin is thus an utterly liberating encoun-
ter that untangles humans from the net of arbitrarily constructed cultural, racial, nationalistic 
labels that seeks to pin down and subdue humans. Death in Christ is not something to be feared 
but something to be embraced because it mirrors the place we are originally from: i.e. the no-
where of creatio ex nihilo where primordially humanity was completely dependent on God’s 
grace and completely free to identify in loving communion and harmony with God. The cross 
is thus a place of grace and its death a constructive event. 
In both creation and redemption, God unchangingly reveals Godself to be the same 
Gott-zum-Menschen-hin who graciously becomes the God who defines humanity. Gott-zum-
Menschen-hin appears most distinctively in the self-giving of Jesus Christ who carves out a 
space through nothing less than self-sacrifice in order that humanity may follow suit and en-
ter into this liminal redemptive space. The relation of personal correspondence suggests that 
Christ’s death, far from absolving humanity from death, invites humanity to be put to death 
correspondingly. Here God kills to make alive.
Two critical remarks
The limited space of this paper has given priority to a creative rereading of Wahrheit als Be-
gegnung instead of a more critical analysis. However, two points of criticism deserve point-
ing out. First, there is the issue of Brunner’s language of Lordship (Herrschaft) over human-
ity.
55
 Brunner speaks of humanity lacking any power or rights and needing to unconditionally 
submit to God who is Lord. Does such language not mimic the very power-structures that he 
criticizes? Is Brunner not merely replacing one arbitrary overlord with another dominating 
54　 Ibid., 55.
55　 See for example: ibid., 40 - 44.
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overlord? Could Brunner not have used juxtaposing language
56
 to even more clearly expose 
the dehumanizing authoritarian structures of his time? Such criticism certainly carries weight. 
Yet it must also be said that Brunner radially redefines what it means for God to be Lord over 
humanity. He repeatedly stresses that God’s Lordship does not dehumanize the person but is 
fulfilled in the fellowship of love. Furthermore, one could argue that by using the language of 
Lordship and obedience Brunner makes the case that one cannot both serve a political dictator 
and Christ. If Christ is Lord then no one else can be.
 Secondly, there is the question of whether talk of human unconditional and absolute 
self-surrender is realistic. Does this idealized description of our human response to God not 
deviate significantly from our ambiguous everyday experience of being Simul Iustus et Pecca-
tor quite incapable of such personal commitment to God? Brunner admits that the person who 
unconditionally answers God and absolutely obeys and trusts God is a “necessary abstraction”
57
 
that does not take into account the reality of fallen humanity but describes a primal condi-
tion. Instead Brunner remarks that Gott-zum-Menschen-hin and Mensch-von-Gott-her are both 
known in their fullness only in Jesus Christ “in whom as the incarnate Son of God both the 
God who approaches humanity and humanity who comes from God are revealed.”
58
 This is a 
promising statement and one could make the case that in Christ’s birth, life, death, resurrec-
tion, and ascension we not only discern God’s self-giving to humanity but at the same time 
Christ faithfully fulfilling our human response to God. However, apart from Christ’s vicarious 
death the concept of Christ’s vicarious obedience and faithfulness unfortunately remains un-




This paper has presented a rereading of Brunner’s Wahrheit als Begegnung in light of its his-
torical context and especially the question of what it means to be human. While this certainly 
is not the exclusive way to interpret this work it makes sense to relate Brunner’s exposition of 
a theological human identity rooted in the encounter of humanity with God and the recreation 
of true humanness on the cross with the nationalistic and racist definitions of human worth 
occurring just north of his native Switzerland. This reading also demonstrates that Brunner’s 
work has something important to say to the church in our present day context marked by the 
56　 See for example: Sallie McFague, Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear Age (Philadelphia: For-
tress Press, 1987). McFague suggests God as Mother, Lover, Friend. 
57　 Brunner, Wahrheit Als Begegnung, 58.
58　 Ibid., 47.
59　 Such a theology can be found in: Thomas F. Torrance, The Mediation of Christ (Colorado Springs, CO: Helmers 
& Howard, 1992). See for example his concept of “the vicarious humanity of Jesus.” Ibid., 73 - 98.
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rise of nationalistic tendencies. When nationalistic, racist, or ethnocentric ideologies take hold 
of society it is the church’s responsibility to ask what it means to truly be human and to pres-
ent a definition of divinely created and redeemed humanness which is able to relativize our 
humanly constructed identities. As this paper has argued, in his work Wahrheit als Begegnung 
Brunner has contributed meaningfully towards such churchly resistance.
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